







Reconstructing African Fractured 
Epistemologies for African Development
Abstract
Africa is a continent with plenty of natural resources, but economically poor. To translate 
natural resources into profitable wealth that improves the quality of life and wellbeing of 
the people requires knowledge. Though one cannot deny that Africa, well before coming 
into contact with the Western world, had its indigenous knowledge system(s), one wonders 
what must have gone wrong. The crux of the matter seems to lie in the broken legacies of 
her indigenous knowledge system(s). This is because, while today’s world is moving away 
from resource­based development to knowledge­based development, Africa, with its frac­
tured epistemologies, has only been relying on its abundant natural resources, which are 
unfortunately being badly managed due to its poor knowledge base. To move from resource­
based development to knowledge­based development, Africa needs to redeem its knowledge 
system(s) from the broken pieces. This paper hypothesises that this can only be done through 
African epistemological reconstruction. Therefore, this paper is investigating the nature of 
African fractured epistemologies to understand what went wrong and how to put right the 









suggest	 how	 such	 fractured	African	 epistemologies	 could	 be	 reconstructed	
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Reflecting	 further,	 I	 notice	 that,	 while	Africa	 is	 pursuing	 its	 development	
agenda,	by	attempting	to	enlarge	the	capabilities	and	freedoms	of	her	people	
amidst	apparent	plenitude	of	resources,	one	wonders	why	Africa	remains	so	
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Ramose’s	objective	world,	 the	“objective”	 reality	and	claims	 that	 it	cannot	
be	constructed.	According	to	Kantian	Copernican	revolution,	which	has	been	
substantially	 adopted	 by	 modern	Western	 epistemology,	 humans	 have	 the	












The Fractured nature of African Epistemology







being	 preoccupied	 with	 verification,	 rationalism,	 prediction	 and	 control,	 as	 reified	 through	
Western	Scientific	norms.”18




evidential	 control.	However,	 these	 criticisms	 are	 not	 correct.	 For	 example,	
contrary	 to	 the	above	criticism,	 there	are	African	 thinkers	who	have	resist-
















of	 individuality	 and	 criticality.	This	 is	 because	when	 a	 particular	 idea	 has	
filtered	through	to	us	from	the	diffuse	and	indistinct	unwritten	traditions;	it	















Does African Epistemology Exist?
To	answer	 this	 question,	 I	 note	 that	 scholars	 are	divided	on	 the	 existence	
of	African	epistemology,	 as	mentioned	above.	Airoboman	and	Asekhauno	
distinguish	between	 the	 two	camps;	 the	 traditionalists	or	protagonists	 and	
the	modernists	 or	 antagonists.	 The	 protagonists	 argue	 that	 “there	 is	Afri-
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The Nature of African Epistemologies
To	understand	the	basic	features	of	African	epistemologies,	Anna	Hunter	be-
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and sciences: Understanding and supporting 
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Some	 authors	 seem	 to	 accept	 that	African	 epistemology	 is	 holistic,	 socio-






















features:	man	and	nature	exist	 concretely;	 the	 two	entities	 cannot	be	 sepa-
rated;	 they	 are	 sacredly	 united;	 they	 participate	 in	 the	 same	 locus	without	
opposites;	and	African	world	is	unitary,	while	the	Western	world	is	analytical	
and	pluralistic.
Secondly,	 Jimoh	 and	Thomas	 distinguish	 traditional	African	 epistemology	
from	Western	 epistemology	 by	methodology.	Whereas	Western	 epistemol-
ogy	 emphasizes	 the	 scientific,	 rational	 and	 mathematical	 methodological	
paradigms,	 traditional	African	epistemology	does	not	divide	 the	domain	of	

































“Traditional	African	 epistemology	 sees	man	 and	 nature	 as	 one	 inseparable	 continuum.	 (…)	
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either	Western	or	other	 epistemologies	 is	 that	knowledge	 is	 the	possession	
of	the	known	by	the	knower.	However,	the	interpretation	of	how	these	two	
aspects	of	 the	 same	 realty	 relate	 and	 intimate	with	 each	other,	depends	on	
the	philosophical	orientation	of	a	particular	human	community,	whether	 in	
African	or	outside	Africa.














































digital	 technologies,	 the	GMOs,	cloning,	and	a	 range	of	products,	 some	of	
which	can	no	longer	be	destroyed,	but	only	re-cycled,	such	as	plastics.
Africa	 came	 in	 contact	with	 the	West	when	most	of	 its	 knowledge	 system	
was	still	at	the	first	stage;	when	humans	were	still	living	by	the	laws	of	nature	
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ever,	we	 have	 a	wide	 range	 of	 ceramic	 products	 in	 the	 form	 of	 shallow	 thin-walled	 bowls,	








































In	 talking	about	 the	 role	of	practical	 reason,	 Immanuel	Kant	observed	 that	
there	are	three	roles	of	practical	reason:	the	first	role	of	reason	is	to	show	the	









From	 that	 moment,	Western	 epistemology	 had	 reached	 the	 third	 stage	 of	
knowledge	progression.	African	epistemologies	became	completely	fractured	
coming	in	contact	with	this	new	knowledge	system.	Authors	like	Grosfoguel	
think	 it	 was	 not	 of	 their	 own	 accord	 that	African	 epistemologies	 became	
“completely	fractured”.	 It	was	rather	due	 to	 the	contact	with	Western	epis-
46
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agricultural	 industries,	 maternal	 health	 and	 child-bearing	 practices,	 house	
construction	technologies	and	nutritional	food	practices,	and	in	the	entertain-
ment	industry,	to	mention	a	few.
But	 at	 the	 formal	 level,	 from	 the	 time	 of	Africa’s	 encounter	with	Western	
knowledge	system,	Africans	started	to	rely	on	foreign	knowledge	system	for	
their	survival	and	development;	to	meet	their	clothing,	food	production,	dig-
ital	 and	 computer	 needs.	Africans’	 struggle	 to	 improve	 the	quality	of	 their	





Proposals for Reconstructing the 
Fractured African Epistemologies
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With	 these	 heavy	 sentiments,	we	want	 still	 to	 discuss	 how	 these	 fractured	
African	epistemologies	can	be	reconstructed.	To	reconstruct	these	fractured	
African	epistemologies,	 the	 following	will	have	 to	be	done.	First,	we	have	
seen	that	the	real	issues	surrounding	knowledge	is	to	define	the	relationship	
between	the	subject	that	knows	and	the	object	that	is	known.	Earlier,	we	have	


























In	 this	chapter	I	understand	development	as	 the	ability	 to	make	ever	better	
the	conditions	of	 living	 for	 all	 in	 society;	 economically	and	humanly.	 It	 is	











































To	 reconstruct	African	 fractured	 epistemology,	 we	 need	 not	 only	 to	 resist	
this	 new	 epistemological	 paradigm,	where	 humans	 become	 the	 creators	 of	
themselves	and	 their	world	but	also	design	new	and	better	epistemological	
paradigms	 that	 suit	 and	 respects	 the	 intrinsic	 dignity	 of	 the	world	 and	 the	
ethical	value	of	knowledge,	for	the	good	of	humanity.	I	subsequently	agree	
58
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experiential”.66	Therefore,	 in	 the	 reconstruction	 of	African	 epistemologies,	

































Meaning,	 the	 lessons	Africans	 are	 learning	 through	 their	 eventful	 histories	
should	become	the	knowledge	base	for	their	continued	struggle	for	ever	better	
conditions	of	living	for	all	in	society;	economically	and	humanly.	As	Africans	
engage	with	 the	 realities	 of	 poverty,	 under-development,	 famine,	 politico-
economic	instability,	they	should	learn	to	derive	lessons	with	which	they	can	
overcome	the	same	maladies.
Seth	emphasizes	 that	 indigenous	knowledge	 that	 is	useful	 for	development	
is	one	 that	can	solve	problems.	Thus,	African	epistemologies	should	 lever-
age	human	welfare	and	development;	should	solve	social	problems;	it	is	es-















means,	 in	 the	 resource-based	 development	 (RBD)	 paradigm,	 priority	 was	
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identified	by	Carrillo	as	 follows.	RBD,	which	 is	based	on	 traditional	capi-
tal	 is:	 tangible,	physical,	monetary,	resource-	 intensive,	segregative	and	se-
lective.	On	the	other	hand,	KBD,	which	is	based	on	intellective	capital	are:	
intangible,	 value	 centred,	 significant,	 knowledge-intensive,	 integrative	 and	
all-inclusive.77	Thus,	for	KBD	to	take	place,	we	should	now	begin	from	the	
agent	of	development	other	than	from	the	object	of	development.	However,	




















tion,	 attempts	of	humans	 to	maximise	 their	 self-realization,	 or	 individual’s	
ability	to	realise	their	inherent	potentials	to	cope	with	the	changing	circum-
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Rekonstruiranje afričkih razlomljenih 
epistemologija za afrički razvoj
Sažetak
Afrika je kontinent s pregršt prirodnih izvora, ali je ekonomski siromašan. Da bi se prirodni 
izvori preveli u profitabilno obilje kakvo pospješuje kvalitetu života i dobrobit ljudi, potrebno 
je znanje. Iako se ne može poreći da je Afrika, mnogo prije kontakta sa Zapadom, imala svoje 
sustave domorodačkog znanja, svejedno se pitamo što je pošlo po zlu. Čini se da srž problema 
leži u raskidu s nasljedstvom domorodačkog znanja. Razlog je to što se Afrika, dok današnji 
svijet prelazi s razvoja zasnovanog na resursima na razvoj temeljen na znanju, sa svojim razlom­
ljenim epistemologijama, oslanja na bogate prirodne izvore kojima se, nažalost, loše upravlja 
zbog slabe obrazovne osnove. Da bi se pomak dogodio, Afrika mora obnoviti svoje razlomljene 
sustave znanja. Rad postavlja hipotezu da je navedeno moguće jedino kroz istraživanje prirode 
afričkih razlomljenih epistemologija da bi se razumjelo što je pošlo krivo i kako stvari ispravno 
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Rekonstruierung afrikanischer zerbrochener 
Epistemologien für die Entwicklung Afrikas
Zusammenfassung
Afrika ist ein Kontinent mit einer Vielzahl von natürlichen Ressourcen, jedoch wirtschaftlich 
arm. Um die natürlichen Ressourcen in einen gewinnbringenden Überfluss zu überführen, der 
die Lebensqualität und das Gemeinwohl der Menschen begünstigt, ist Wissen erforderlich. Ob­
gleich nicht zu leugnen ist, dass Afrika lange vor dem Kontakt mit dem Westen über eigene 
indigene Wissenssysteme verfügte, fragen wir uns nichtsdestotrotz, was genau fehlschlug. Der 
Kern des Problems scheint im Bruch mit der Vererbung des indigenen Wissens zu liegen. Der 
Grund dafür ist, dass während die gegenwärtige Welt von der ressourcenbasierten zu einer 
wissensfundierten Entwicklung übergeht, ist Afrika mit seinen zerbrochenen Epistemologien 
auf die reichen natürlichen Ressourcen angewiesen, die leider aufgrund einer schwachen Bil­
dungsbasis mangelhaft verwaltet werden. Um diesen Durchbruch zu vollziehen, muss Afrika 
seine zerbrochenen Wissenssysteme erneuern. In dem Beitrag wird die Hypothese aufgestellt, 
das Erwähnte sei ausschließlich durch die Erforschung der Natur afrikanischer zerbrochener 
Epistemologien ausführbar, um zu begreifen, was misslungen ist und wie man die Dinge richtig 




Reconstruire l’épistémologie africaine 
morcelée pour un développement en Afrique
Résumé
L’Afrique est un continent riche en ressources naturelles, mais pauvre d’un point de vue écono­
mique. Afin que les ressources naturelles se transforment en richesses rentables qui améliorent 
la qualité de vie et le bien­être des gens, la connaissance est indispensable. Même s’il n’est 
pas possible de nier que l’Afrique, bien avant qu’elle n’entre en contact avec l’Occident, ait eu 
des systèmes indigènes de connaissances, il est tout de même légitime de se demander ce qui 
a mal tourné. Il semble que le coeur du problème se situe dans la rupture avec l’héritage du 
savoir indigène. La raison en est que, alors que le monde actuel est passé d’un progrès basé 
sur les ressources à un progrès fondé sur la connaissance, l’Afrique, avec ses épistémologies 
morcelées, s’appuie sur ses riches ressources naturelles qui sont malheureusement mal gérées 
dû aux faibles bases éducatives. Pour qu’un changement se produise, l’Afrique doit renouveler 
ses systèmes de connaissances morcelées. Ce travail avance l’hypothèse selon laquelle le susdit 
est possible uniquement par le biais d’une recherche sur la nature des épistémologies africaines 
morcelées afin de comprendre ce qui a mal tourné et d’établir les choses justement dans le but 
de renouveler le développement en Afrique.
Mots-clés
Afrique,	épistémologie	morcelée,	reconstruction,	développement,	nature
